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(57) ABSTRACT

A connection device for connecting a load to a power supply,
comprising at least first and second current control devices
arranged in parallel between the power supply and the load,
and a controller arranged to switch the current control devices
on in sequence for temporally overlapping on periods.
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APPARATUS AND METHOD FOR
DISTRIBUTING POWER-UP POWER
DISSIPATION

CLAIM OF PRIORITY AND RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This patent application claims the benefit of priority of
Spalding, U.S. patent application Ser. No. 13/253,444,
entitled “CONNECTION DEVICE,” filed on Oct. 5, 2011,
now U.S. Pat. No. 8,680,893, which is hereby incorporated by
reference herein in its entirety.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to a connection device for
enabling power to be supplied to an electrical load.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

There are instances when it is desired to connect an elec-
trical load to a power supply that is already on. This can give
rise to large inrush currents as capacitive components of the
load charge up. Such capacitive components may be real or
parasitic components.

Such inrush currents can perturb the operation of the power
supply, possibly causing protective measures within the
power supply to trip. Furthermore the inrush currents may
introduce perturbations in the power supplied to other loads
connected to the power supply, and these perturbations may
effect the operation of those circuits. Furthermore, if the
newly introduced load is faulty, its fault may also effect the
operation of the power supply and the other loads or circuits
connected to the supply.

In order to address these issues it is known to provide “hot
swap” circuits that regulate the current flow to a load that is
newly introduced to a power supply.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

According to a first aspect of the present invention there is
provided a connection device for connecting aload to a power
supply, the connection device comprising at least first and
second current control devices arranged in parallel between
the power supply and the load, and a controller arranged to
operate the current control devices in sequence for temporally
overlapping periods.

It is thus possible to provide an improved hot swap circuit
that can ensure that each current control device is maintained
within a safe operating area, i.e. that it does not become so
stressed that its operation becomes compromised. Preferably
the current control devices are semiconductor devices.

There is no presumption that the inrush current control has
been completed at the end of a first period representing the
duration for which a designer has assessed that the first semi-
conductor device can be safely used for. Consequently the
responsibility for controlling the current build to the load is
passed from one semiconductor device to a subsequent
device.

Advantageously N semiconductor devices, where N is
greater than or equal to 2, are provided and the devices are
operated in a time multiplexed, but interleaved manner. Each
device may be assigned an individual device time limit. At the
end of the device time limit the next device in the sequence is
used to control the evolution of the current in the load, voltage
across the load or a combination thereof. The sequence of
passing control from one device to the next may continue
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until such time as either the voltage across the load has
reached the power supply voltage or is within an acceptable
margin of the supply voltage, or a time out period has expired.
The time out period represents the sum of the individual
device time limits.

In the event of the voltage across the load reaching the
supply voltage within an acceptable time period, then the load
can be assumed to be “good” and the connection device can
assume a steady “on” state in which one or more of the
semiconductor devices are maintained in a “switched on”
state, where the resistance measured across the device is very
low, and the voltage measured across the device is negligible.
Thus the device is acting like a switch. If the voltage across
the load has not risen to substantially the supply voltage
within the time out period, then the load is assumed to be
“bad” and the controller de-powers the load. Advantageously
the controller marks the load as “bad” and makes no further
attempt to power up the load, unless given specific instruc-
tions to make a further attempt.

Preferably the semiconductor devices are field effect tran-
sistors. Advantageously the field effect transistors are chosen
for their switching performance. Such transistors exhibit a
very low drain to source resistance when driven with an
appropriate gate voltage. However such devices tend to per-
form less well during the transition from being fully off to
fully on, and they are more susceptible to dissipation related
damage than more general purpose field effect transistors.

Advantageously the field effect transistors have a drain to
source on resistance of less than 5 mQ when fully “on”, such
an “on” state possibly including being driven with an
enhanced gate voltage.

The controller may be arranged to cause the load voltage to
ramp up at a predetermined rate. Preferably the controller
may be arranged to cause the current consumed by the load to
change at a predetermined rate or be at a predetermined value
until such time as the load becomes fully powered, i.e. the
supply voltage to the load has substantially reached the volt-
age from the power supply.

The connection device may be included as part of a power
supply. Alternatively the connection device may be perma-
nently associated with the load, for example by being embed-
ded within the load or being in a module or circuit board to
which the load is attached. Alternatively the connection
device may be provided as part of an intermediate unit. The
intermediate unit may, for example, be a USB hub. The issue
of'inrush currents and the perturbations that they cause occurs
across all range of loads and all ranges of voltages. Thus the
present invention finds utility from relatively high voltage and
current environments, such as “blades” within a “blade
server” down to low voltage and low current applications
such as USB peripherals attached to a USB port.

Furthermore the connection device can be provided as a
distributed component such that, for example, the controller
may be provided separately from the N semiconductor
devices. Thus the controller may, for example, be provided as
part of a power supply whilst the N semiconductor devices
may be on a circuit board carrying a load that is powered by
the power supply.

According to a second aspect of the present invention there
is a power supply including at least one connection device as
claimed in claim 1.

According to a third aspect of the present invention there is
provided a circuit or a circuit board including a connection
device as claimed in claim 1.

According to a fourth aspect of the present invention there
is provided a controller for controlling N semiconductor
devices, so as to control the evolution of current in or voltage
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across a load connected to a power supply, wherein the con-
troller is arranged to use a first device during a first time
period to control inrush currents, and at the end of the first
period, to use a second device to control inrush currents, both

devices being operable to pass current during a transition 3>

period.

According to a fifth aspect of the present invention there is
provided a method of connecting a load to a power supply via
at least first and second transistors arranged in parallel; the
method comprising the sequential steps of using the first
transistor for a first time period to control inrush currents, and
atthe end of the first time period using the second transistor to
control inrush currents, the first and second transistors both
being conducting for a first transition period following the
first period.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The present invention will further be described, by way of
non-limiting example only, with reference to the accompany-
ing Figures, in which:

FIG. 1 is a circuit diagram of a prior art hot swap circuit;

FIG. 2 is a circuit diagram of a connection device consti-
tuting an embodiment of the present invention;

FIG. 3 is a timing diagram showing the periods for which
the first and second transistors are conducting;

FIG. 4 illustrates a perturbation signal that may be added to
a closed loop control signal supplied to a control terminal of
the second transistor during a transition period;

FIG. 5 is a circuit diagram of a connection device arranged
to control the current to a load; and

FIG. 6 schematically illustrates the evolution of control
voltages for the first and second transistors with respect to
time.

DESCRIPTION OF EMBODIMENTS OF THE
PRESENT INVENTION

FIG. 1 illustrates a prior art hot swap circuit for enabling a
load 2 to be connected to a power supply 4. Itis to be assumed
that the power supply may also be supplying other compo-
nents which have been omitted for simplicity. The hot swap
circuit is generally designated 6 and in this arrangement is
physically associated with the load 2. The combination of the
load 2 and hot swap circuits 6 can be electrically connected to
or disconnected from the power supply by making or break-
ing connections between plug components 10 and 12 and
respective sockets 14 and 16 which are connected to the
power supply 4.

A current sensing resistor 20 and an electrically control-
lable current flow device 22 are provided in series between the
plug and the load 2. The electrical current flow device 22 is, in
this instance, a N-type field effect transistor. A controller 24
has first and second inputs connected to either side of the
current sensing resistor 20 and an output connected to the gate
of the field effect transistor 22.

In use, when the load 2 and hot swap circuit 6 are intro-
duced to the power supply 4 by virtue of the plugs 10 and 12
being introduced to the respective sockets 14 and 16, then the
voltage of the power supply is provided to the controller 24,
thereby powering it up and also initiating the power up
sequence for the load 2. The controller 24 applies a control
signal to the gate of the field effect transistor 22 in order to
enable current flow to the load 2. The controller 24 monitors
the voltage occurring across the current sensing resistor and,
in a closed loop, controls the gate voltage of the transistor 22
such that the rate of change of current
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is controlled to a target value or the magnitude of the
current is controlled to a target value. This prevents excessive
inrush currents being drawn by the load. The load can be
assumed to be fully powered when it is no longer possible to
get the rate of current increase or the current to attain the
target value.

A problem with such an arrangement is that a large amount
of power may be dissipated in the transistor 22 during the
inrush control period. To putthis in context, it can be seen that
when the load is fully powered, although the currents flowing
through the transistor 22 may be quite high, the voltage across
the transistor is very small. Thus the amount of energy dissi-
pated in the transistor is quite low. In fact, for modern switch-
ing field effect transistors the drain to source on resistance
may be in the order of just a few milli-ohms. Consequently the
power dissipation as given by I°R remains low. Similarly, it
can be seen that if the transistor was fully off then although the
voltage across the transistor might be quite high, the current
through it would be zero and consequently there would be no
dissipation. However during the period of where the transistor
is performing inrush current limiting, the currents through the
transistor 22 may be quite high, and the voltage across the
transistor may be quite significant. Under such circum-
stances, the power dissipation within the transistor may be
sufficiently high to warm the device such that it becomes
thermally stressed. Thermal stressing is a product of the
amount of power being dissipated in the transistor and the
time for which that power is dissipated.

FIG. 2 is a circuit diagram of a connection device consti-
tuting an embodiment of the present invention. Similar num-
bers have been used for like parts. The connection device 6
has been drawn as being separate from either the load 2 or the
power supply 4. This is to indicate that the connection device
6 may be a stand alone component. Alternatively it may be
integrated into the load 2, as shown in FIG. 1, or form part of
the power supply 4. Where the connection device 6 is asso-
ciated with the load, for example by being part of it, the
controller 24 is allowed to power up whilst holding the semi-
conductor devices S1 to SN in a non-conducting state. Once
the controller has powered up, it may then proceed to control
the operation of the semiconductor devices to power up the
load.

The connection device can itself be divided down into a
control module 6a and a current switching/limiting module
65 and these modules may be separable and may be embed-
ded in other components. Thus the control module 6a can be
provided as part of the power supply and the current switch-
ing/limiting module 65 can be provided as part of the load.

As before, a current sensing resistor 20 is provided in the
supply rail between the power supply 4 and semiconductor
devices S1 to SN. Equally, the current sensing resistor could
be provided between the devices S1 to SN and the load. This
is an implementational choice made by the circuit designer. It
should be noted that the invention is not limited to use of
current sensing resistors in order to determine the load cur-
rent, although as they are robust and inexpensive they repre-
sent the most likely current measurement technology. Other
technologies such as magnetic field sensing devices may also
be used.

As shown, a plurality of devices S1, S2 to SN are provided
in parallel thereby providing parallel current paths from a
supply rail 26 to an output node 28 connected to the load 2.
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The number of parallel switches is choosable by the designer,
the minimum number of devices being 2.

The controller 24 has a first input 32 connected to a first
side of the current sensing resistor 20 and a second input 34
connected to the second side of the sensing resistor 20. The
controller can measure the voltage across the current sensing
resistor 20 and thereby determine the current flow to the load
2. It could also measure the voltage occurring at either of the
inputs 32 or 34 in order to determine when it has been con-
nected to the power supply 4. This is more relevant for circuits
which are provided as stand alone units compared to those
which are provided as part of the load. The controller has first
to Nth device control outputs OP1 to OPN. The first output
OP1 is connected to a control terminal of the first device S1.
The second output OP2 is connected to a control terminal of
the second semiconductor device S2. If more than two
devices are provided then the further outputs up to OPN are
connected to the associated devices up to SN. In this example
the semiconductor devices S1 to SN are field effect transistors
having sources, drains and gates. The output OP1 from the
controller is connected to the gate terminal of the transistor
S1. Its drain is connected to the supply rail 26 and its source
is connected to the output node 28. The other transistors S2 up
to SN are similarly connected.

Optionally the controller has a third input 40 connected to
the output node 28 for measuring a voltage VL occurring
across the load 2.

Once the load is introduced into the circuit such that current
flow can occur between the power supply 4 and the load 2, the
connection device 6 commences current control during a first
predetermined period. The first predetermined period starts as
soon as current flow to the load becomes possible. During this
time the controller 24 monitors the current flowing to the load
by virtue of monitoring the voltage occurring across the cur-
rent sensing resistor 20. Optionally, if the input 40 is con-
nected to the output node 28, then the controller 24 also
monitors the voltage across the load 2. The controller seeks to
control the flow of current or optionally the rate of change of
current flow to the load. This inevitably means that the voltage
at node 28 will take some time to rise from zero to the power
supply voltage Vs. The time permitted to do this may be set by
the system designer. In broad terms the expected voltage
across the current sensing resistor 20 should rise at a prede-
termined rate at as the current flow to the load increases. This
voltage is monitored and controlled in a closed loop by con-
trolling the gate voltage supplied to whichever one of the
transistors S1 to SN is passing current at the time. This form
of closed loop control is known to the person skilled in the art
and does not need to be described in detail.

As can be seen, rather than having a single semiconductor
device, such as FET 22 as shown in FIG. 1, the present
invention has multiple current control transistors S1 to SN.
These are activated by the controller 24 in a sequential, but
interleaved manner. This means that the thermal stress caused
during the hot swap power up event does not need to be
endured by a single transistor, but can be shared between two
or more transistors. This enables the circuit designer to use
transistors which are optimised for their low on resistance in
the fully on state which constitutes the vast majority of their
working life, whilst ensuring that the transistors do not
become damaged during a hot swap power up event.

FIG. 3 is a timing diagram showing the time period for
which a transistor is conducting during a hot swap event. For
simplicity it will be assumed that the connection device as
shown in FIG. 2 only comprises 2 semiconductor devices S1
and S2. Initially the load is not connected, but becomes intro-
duced to the power supply at time T0. The controller 24
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responds by switching the first device S1 on. During this time
the gate voltage of the first device S1 is modulated in order to
control the current to the load. The evolution of gate voltage
with respect to time will be described later.

A timer within the controller is started at time T0. The timer
is arranged to count a predetermined time period, “period 17
which extends from T0 to T1 and which represents an indi-
vidual device time limit during which only S1 is conducting.
During this first predetermined time period, “period 1 the
first current flow control device S1 has a changing voltage
dropped across it and a changing current passing through it.
The evolution of the voltage across S1 may not be known to
the circuit designer, and it depends in part upon the specific
performance of the load 2 or whether a load voltage monitor-
ing path is provided. If load voltage monitoring is not pro-
vided the designer should assume the worst case scenario and
set the first period accordingly. The worst case scenario is that
the load 21 is faulty, for example a short circuit, such that the
voltage across device S1 remains at the full supply voltage
and that the current is at or ramps up to its maximum permis-
sible value. This enables a circuit designer to calculate the
amount of thermal stress applied to the first device S1 and to
set “period 1” such that the first device S1 has not become
damaged by its operation but has nevertheless made a useful
and significant contribution to trying to power up the load if
the load was good.

If the voltage across the load can be monitored, then this
information can be used to calculate the voltage Vds across
the transistor(s) as Vds=Vin-Vload. If the current is also
known, for example because it is controlled to be a constant
value, then the thermal stress on the transistor can be esti-
mated and used to modify, e.g. extend, period 1.

At the end of the first period, period 1, the controller needs
to hand over responsibility for conducting current from the
first device S1 to the second device S2. In order to achieve this
there is a transition period spanning from time T1 to time T2
when both the first and second devices are in conducting
states and supplying current to the load. After time period T2
the first device S1 is switched off.

The transition between the current passing solely through
the first device S1 to the current passing solely through the
second device S2 must be respectful of the overall need to
control the rate of change of current to the load.

In order to do this, a current control signal provided to the
gates of the transistors S1and S2 needs to be perturbed during
a transitional period. An example of such a perturbation is
illustrated in FIG. 4. Thus, at time T2 the control loop control
voltage for the current control starts to be applied to the gate
of transistor S2, in conjunction with the perturbation signal
shown in FIG. 4. Since control is being passed from a first
(P=1) to a second (P+1)th transistor, the perturbation signal
can generically represented as V(P+1). Thus, at time T2 the
gate voltage on S2 is lower than the gate voltage on S1 such
that all of the current flow at time T2 occurs through transistor
S1. However the perturbation voltage rapidly evolves from
period T2 to T3 such that the voltage at the gate of transistor
S2 at time T3 is greater than the voltage of the gate of tran-
sistor S1 at time T2, and consequently all of the current is now
flowing through transistor S2. At some time between T2 and
T3 the effect of the changing perturbation voltage causes the
relatively smooth transitioning of current flow from transistor
S1 to S2. The exact moment and rate at which this occurs
depends on the respective device characteristics which may
not be known to the circuit designer. The perturbation signal
can be removed at time T3 if some other provision is made for
keeping transistor S1 in a known conducting state, i.e. sub-
stantially off once S2 is switched on and is responsible for
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substantially all of the current flow. However the perturbation
signal may itself be used to keep transistor T1 in a substan-
tially non-conducting state, and this can be done by holding
the perturbation signal on. This continuation of the perturba-
tion signal may be at a substantially constant value as indi-
cated by the chain line 42 or as a ramp as indicated by the
chain line 44. In either case the feedback loop acts the main-
tain the current at a target value.

FIG. 5 schematically illustrates the internal configuration
of'the controller 24 of FIG. 2 in greater detail for the simpli-
fied case where the first and second transistors S1 and S2 need
to be driven and hence only first and second outputs OP1 and
OP2 need to be formed.

The controller 24 comprises a current sensing amplifier 50
responsive to the voltage difference across the current sensing
resistor 20. An output of the amplifier 50, which represents
the measured current, is provided to a first input of a feed back
controller 52 which may be a proportional, integral, differen-
tial (PID) controller or any combination of proportional, inte-
gral or differential terms. The PID controller 52 also receives
a target current I . representing the instantaneous current flow
to the load 2. The instantaneous current may be set to a limit
value by a current limit reference 56 or may be allowed to
evolve with time and can be formed by integrating a rate of
change of current value. The PID controller 52 compares the
instantaneous current [ with the target instantaneous current
1, and generates an output voltage which is selectively
applied to the gates of S1 or S2 in order to cause the relevant
transistor to pass more current or to pass less current. During
the first period, period 1, the output of the PID controller 52 is
connected to the output node OP1 by way of an electrically
controllable switch 60.

At the initiation of current flow a timer 62 is started which
counts down the first period, period 1, for which the transistor
S1 is to be used. At the end of this period, period 1, timer 62
sends a signal to initiate a perturbation generator 64 which
generates a ramping perturbation that is added to the output of
the PID controller 52 by a summer 66 and provided to the
second output node OP2 via a switch 68. The switch 68 is
closed (made conducting) at the end of period 1. Thus, at the
end of period 1 the output signal from the PID controller 52 is
provided to the first transistor S1, and also a version of it, but
with a reduced value is provided to the second transistor S2
via output OP2. As shown in FIG. 4 the perturbation initially
causes the voltage at OP2 to be less than that at OP1, but it
quickly rises such that the voltage at OP2 is greater than that
at OP1. Therefore current flow passes from the first transistor
S1 to the second transistor S2 within the transition period
extending from T2 to T3. There is a period during the transi-
tion period where both transistors are conducting, but the
action of the closed loop around the PID controller causes the
control voltages to the transistors to be reduced in order to
compensate for this. Once the second transistor is conducting
substantially all of the current then the first transistor S1 can
be switched off, for example by opening switch 60 and taking
the gate to a low voltage.

Though, for simplicity, switches 60 and 68 have been
shown in FIG. 5 as being in series with the output paths, it will
be apparent that in reality these switches 60 and 68 could be
omitted and both OP1 and OP2 can be powered all the time if
the perturbation provided by the perturbation generator 64 is
permanently applied. Thus if during the first period perturba-
tion generator 64 outputs a constant negative value, such that
voltage at OP2 is sufficiently less than that at OP1 to ensure
that transistor S2 does not conduct, then the absence of the
switch has no effect. Similarly, at the end of the transition
period if the voltage at OP2 is sufficiently above the voltage
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OP1 such that it can be guaranteed that the first transistor S1
is not conducting, then the switch 60 can be omitted. This
approach can be used where more than two transistors are
provided.

It is also apparent that the perturbation generator 64 need
not be connected to provide a perturbation to the second
output OP2 but could instead provide a perturbation to the
output OP1 such that OP1 is held artificially high by the
perturbation signal during the first period P1 and then reduced
in value during the transitional period between T2 and T3.
This latter approach may be easier to implement than silicon
because then the perturbation signal can be arranged between
a positive voltage and zero. The perturbation signal does not
alter the current to the load because the feedback loop oper-
ates to control the current to match the target value.

FIG. 6 shows the evolution of the voltages VOP1 at the
output OP1 and VOP2 at the output OP2 as a function of time
for a circuit like that shown in FIG. 5, but where the switches
60 and 68 have been omitted and replaced with conductors.
Thus, following introduction of the load to the power supply
at'T1, the output voltage VOP1 supplied to the first transistor
S1 rises substantially uniformly during the first period
extending between T1 and T2. VOP2 tracks VOP1, but at a
reduced value. At time period T2 the perturbation generator
64 controlled such that a perturbation voltage ramps from a
negative value to a positive one such that VOP2 becomes
greater than VOP1. During the time period T2 to T3 the rate of
change of VOP2 is greater than that of VOP1 and at some
point in this period the transistor S2 starts to conduct and
current flow of transitions from being via transistor S1 to
being via transistor S2 such that by time T3 all of the current
flow is via the transistor S2. VOP2 then continues to evolve
from T3 until such time as the node is fully powered at T4
where the voltage across the load has reached that of the
supply voltage. At this time the transistor S2 is driven hard on
as the control loop tries, and fails, to keep the current to the
load at the current limit reference value. The voltage drop
across S2, and indeed across S1, becomes negligible.

Although the controller has been described to FIG. 5 in
terms of analog components, it will be apparent to the person
skilled in the art that similar functionality can be achieved in
the digital domain by use of suitably programmable digital
circuits and digital to analog converters, and analog to digital
converters. Such an implementation is particularly suitable
where the connection device is provided as part of the power
supply or as an intermediate unit. Thus any logic circuitry will
have had time to power up and initialise before the load is
supplied with power.

Teaching of swapping the current flow between the first
and second transistors as described herein with respect to
FIGS. 4, 5 and 6 can be extended such that the transitions
between a second and third, third and fourth, and so on tran-
sistors can also be achieved.

This patent application was drafted for first filing at the
USPTO where singularly dependent claims are the norm.
However for other jurisdictions where multiply dependent
claims are allowed it is to be assumed that unless it is not
technically feasible, that any dependent claim may depend on
any preceding dependent claims where all those claims refer
back to the same independent claim.

What is claimed is:

1. A circuit for energizing a load comprising:

a control circuit including:

a first switch control output configured to control a first
switch by providing a first control signal varying
between establishing a cut-off state and a fully-on-state
of the first switch; and
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a second switch control output configured to control a
second switch by providing a second control signal vary-
ing between establishing a cut-off state and a fully-on
state of the second switch;

wherein the first and second switch control outputs of the
control circuit are configured to respectively provide the
first and second control signals to establish a load cur-
rent to control a rate of change of a voltage across the
load to energize the load using the first and second
switches in a parallel configuration;

first and second current monitor inputs;

a supply voltage input;

a load voltage input; and

wherein the control circuit is configured to provide a signal
at the first switch control output to place the first switch
in the fully on state for a first period; to provide a signal
at the second switch control output to place the second
switch in the cut-off state, to receive a representation of
the load current using the first and second current moni-
tor inputs, to receive a representation of a voltage across
the first switch using the supply voltage input and the
load voltage input, to determine thermal stress informa-
tion of the first switch using the load current and the
representation of the voltage across the first switch, and
to modity a length of the first period of the first switch
using the thermal stress information.

2. The control circuit of claim 1, wherein the control circuit
is configured to establish an overlapping conduction
sequence of the first and second switches.

3. The control circuit of claim 1, including a feedback
circuit configured to monitor the load current provided to the
load.

4. The control circuit of claim 3, wherein the control circuit
is configured to use information from the feedback circuit
about the monitored load current to establish an intermediate
level of conduction between the cut-off state and the fully-on
state in the first switch and the second switch to establish the
specified load current to control the rate of change of the
voltage across the load to energize the load.

5. The circuit of claim 4, wherein the first and second
switch control outputs provided by the control circuit are
configured to establish the intermediate level of conduction in
the first and second switches to limit the rate of change of the
voltage across the load using the information about the moni-
tored load current.

6. The circuit of claim 4, wherein the first and second
switch control outputs provided by the control circuit are
configured to provide respective continuously-variable first
and second control signals to establish a range of continu-
ously-variable intermediate levels of conduction of the first
and second switches to provide the specified load current to
control the rate of change of the voltage across the load using
the information about the monitored load current.

7. The circuit of claim 4, wherein the first and second
switch control outputs provided by the control circuit are
configured to provide the respective first and second control
signals to establish a range of discretely-stepped intermediate
levels of conduction of the first and second switches to pro-
vide the specified load current to control the rate of change of
the voltage across the load using the information about the
monitored load current.

8. The circuit of claim 4, wherein the intermediate level of
conduction is established in the first switch during a first
duration where the first switch is primarily conducting the
load current delivered to the load;

wherein the intermediate level of conduction is established
in both the first and second switches during a transition
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duration wherein both the first and second switches are
conducting a respective portion of the load current deliv-
ered to the load; and

wherein the intermediate level of conduction is established

in the second switch during a second duration where the
second switch is primarily conducting the load current
delivered to the load.

9. The circuit of claim 1, wherein the first and second
switches include Field Effect Transistors (FETs) including
respective gate nodes; and

wherein the first and second control signals comprise first

and second gate drive signals coupled to first and second
gate nodes of the FETs, respectively.

10. The circuit of claim 1, wherein the first and second
switch control outputs provided by the control circuit are
configured to establish a monotonically-increasing load volt-
age using the first and second switches.

11. The circuit of claim 1, wherein the control circuit is
configured to inhibit conduction by the first and second
switches using the first and second control outputs when a
load current increase persists for longer than a specified dura-
tion.

12. The circuit of claim 1, wherein the control circuit is
configured to inhibit any one of the first or second switches
from conducting the load current for a duration longer than a
specified duration.

13. A method for energizing a load comprising:

providing a first at a first switch control output to place a

first switchina fully on state for a first period using a first
control output of a control circuit

providing a second signal at a second switch control output

to place a second switch in a cut-off state using a second
control output of the control circuit;

receiving a representation of a load current of the load

using first and second current monitor inputs of the
control circuit;
receiving a representation of a voltage across the first
switch using a supply voltage input of the control circuit
and a load voltage input of the control circuit;

determining thermal stress information of the first switch
using the load current and the representation of the volt-
age across the first switch;

modifying a length of the first period of the first switch

using the thermal stress information, and

providing first and second switch control signals to estab-

lish a specified load current to control a rate of change of
a voltage across the load to energize the load using the
first and second switches in a parallel configuration.

14. The method of claim 13, including establishing an
overlapping conduction sequence of the first and second
switches.

15. The method of claim 14, including establishing an
intermediate level of conduction between the cut-off state and
the fully-on state in the first switch and the second switch to
establish the specified load current to control the rate of
change of the voltage across the load to energize the load.

16. The method of claim 13, wherein the providing the first
and second switch control signals includes establishing the
intermediate level of conduction in the first and second
switches to limit the rate of change of the voltage across the
load using the information about the monitored load current.

17. The method of claim 13, wherein providing the firstand
second switch control signals includes providing respective
continuously-variable first and second switch control signals
to establish a range of continuously-variable intermediate
levels of conduction of the first and second switches to pro-
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vide the specified load current to control the rate of change of
the voltage across the load using the information about the
monitored load current.

18. The method of claim 13, wherein providing the first and
second switch control signals includes providing respective
first and second switch control signals to establish a range of
discretely-stepped intermediate levels of conduction of the
first and second switches to provide the specified load current
to control the rate of change of the voltage across the load
using the information about the monitored load current.

19. The method of claim 13, wherein providing the first and
second switch control signals includes establishing a mono-
tonically-increasing load voltage using the first and second
switches.

20. The method of claim 13, comprising, in response to the
information about the monitored load current, inhibiting con-
duction by the first and second switches using the first and
second switch control signals when a load current increase
persists for longer than a specified duration.

21. The method of claim 13, comprising, in response to the
information about the monitored load current, inhibiting any
one of the first or second switches from conducting the load
current for a duration longer than a specified duration.

22. The method of claim 21, wherein inhibiting any one of
the first or second switches from conducting the load current
includes:

determining the specified duration at least in part using

information about a stress on the second switch;
inhibiting the second switch from conducting the load cur-
rent for a duration longer than the specified duration.
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